Background {#Sec1}
==========

Improving access to healthcare services for all through universal health coverage is one of main targets of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) \[[@CR1]\]. The ultimate goal of social health insurance is to provide affordable, cost-effective, and equitable healthcare for all people \[[@CR2]\]. China has conducted a series of health reforms during the past two decades, including expansion of social health insurance coverage and improvement in the healthcare system. Social health insurance reform employed the strategy of universal coverage and has progressed with expanded benefits during the last decade \[[@CR3]\]. There are mainly three types of social health insurance schemes in China: 1) Urban Employee Medical Insurance (UEMI); 2) Urban Resident Medical Insurance (URMI); and 3) New Cooperative Medical Insurance (NCMI). The UEMI for those who were employed in the urban sector was formally established in 1998. After that, the NCMI for rural residents and the URMI covering urban residents who had no formal employment were introduced in 2003 and 2007, respectively. These three schemes covered \> 95% of the population (about 1.336 billion people) by the end of 2015 \[[@CR4]\]. However, healthcare utilization and costs are still very unequal across different sub-populations, and rapid expansion of social health insurance has not reached the universal level of generosity seen in other countries \[[@CR5]\].

Many studies indicate that healthcare utilization and costs are influenced by demographic or socioeconomic factors such as age, gender, marital status, education, health insurance, standard of living, and urban residence. Hansen et al. (2012) and Saeed et al. (2013) found that health status, income, health insurance, and other demographic factors are strong determinants of healthcare utilization \[[@CR6], [@CR7]\]. Patient factors may be more important than supply factors in explaining the differential use of health services \[[@CR8]\]. The most recent studies have focused on the effects of health insurance on healthcare utilization or costs and have shown mixed results. Fang et al. (2012), Kondo et al. (2013) indicated a significant positive correlation between health insurance and healthcare utilization and costs \[[@CR9], [@CR10]\]. Gudindon (2014), Grigorakis et al. (2016) showed that health insurance increased the use and costs of inpatient but not outpatient services \[[@CR11], [@CR12]\]. Gotsadze et al. (2015) reported that the Medical Insurance Schemes may have improved healthcare utilization and reduced costs \[[@CR13]\].

China has made significant improvements in life expectancy over the last two decades due to developments in economy and medical treatment. The economic reform and opening up since 1978 in China created a shift in health systems from "equal access for equal need" to one that is profit-oriented and gradually increased reliance on health insurance and user payment \[[@CR14]\]. There are useful studies in which China's social health insurance over the last several years has been analyzed. Most studies focus only on NCMS, URMI, or UEMI separately. The studies on NCMS are mainly concentrated on the effects of access to NCMS on healthcare utilization and costs. Wagstaff et al. \[[@CR15]\] found that enrollment in NCMS increased healthcare utilization but has no effects on out-of-pocket (OOP) costs. Babiarz et al. \[[@CR16]\] reported that NCMS has been associated with a significant increase in healthcare utilization in village clinics, and OOP costs have decreased with access to NCMS. Cheng et al. \[[@CR17]\] focused on the elderly and found that these participants are more likely to get adequate medical services, but the NCMS has not reduced their OOP spending. Focusing on urban people without access to the UEMI scheme, some studies have examined the effects of URMI on healthcare utilization and costs. Liu and Zhao \[[@CR18]\] showed that the URMI scheme has significantly increased the utilization of formal medical services and total healthcare costs but has not reduced OOP costs. Similar results were found by Chen et al. \[[@CR19]\]. Zeng et al. \[[@CR20]\] showed that enrollment in URMI significantly increased the elderly's total medical expenses. There are a few studies about the effects of UEMI on healthcare utilization and costs. Huang et al. \[[@CR21]\] examined UEMI's effects on the demand for healthcare services and found that the UEMI has been associated with decreased outpatient medical care utilization and expenditures but not with decreased inpatient care utilization and expenditures. Chen et al. \[[@CR22]\] reported that people enrolling in UEMI witnessed a significant increase in the medical expenses compared to those no longer covered by UEMI.

In recent years, the age of the Chinese population has increased. The elderly are more sensitive to healthcare utilization and costs because of the high prevalence of chronic disease, low incomes, and the absence of social security \[[@CR23]\]. Despite many studies that have examined health insurance worldwide, most have focused on whole populations rather than specific, vulnerable groups. Furthermore, in China, there still are significant differences in access to services and problems with total and OOP healthcare costs among people having different social health insurance schemes \[[@CR24]\]. However, few studies have examined the disparity of the effects of social health insurance on healthcare utilization and costs. In this paper, using national representative survey data in China, we calculated the total amount of healthcare utilization, the prevalence of healthcare underutilization, and healthcare costs among middle-aged and elderly adults; we then estimated the differences in healthcare utilization and costs between those with and without social health insurance and between those with different social health insurance schemes.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Data source {#Sec3}
-----------

Data were obtained from a nationally representative middle-aged and elderly household survey, the China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study (CHARLS), which is available online at: <http://charls.ccer.edu.cn/en/page/data/2015-charlswave1>. This survey, which included 150 counties in 28 provinces, aims to construct a high-quality nationally representative sample of Chinese community-dwelling adults aged \> 45 in order to conduct scientific research concerning the elderly \[[@CR25]\]. The respondents in this survey include middle-aged and elderly adults ≥45 years in any household.

The sample was drawn in four stages. First, county-level units (counties or urban districts) were sampled directly. These counties cover 28 of 30 provinces in mainland China, other than Tibet. Second, village and community units within county units were chosen with the help of the National Bureau of Statistics, using recently updated village-level population data. The sample used administrative villages in rural areas and neighborhoods in urban areas as primary sampling units (PSUs). Three PSUs were selected within each county-level unit, using probability proportional to size (PPS) sampling, to select a total of 450 PSUs. Third, household units were selected in each PSU. The sampling frame was constructed using Google Earth base maps, and a computer-assisted personal interview program was then used to sample households and to conduct the interviews using portable computers. Specifically, GPS information was collected by photographing at the door of the household. Then, using personal interview program in portable computer, the interviewer interviewed the respondents and filled out each module of the questionnaire. The data was uploaded to the project group through internet at the end of the day. Finally, all age-eligible sample households who were willing to participate in the survey were interviewed.

The main questionnaire includes information on basic demographics, family, health status and functioning, health care and insurance, work, retirement and pension, income, expenditures and assets. With regard to healthcare utilization, monthly outpatient consultations (including face-to-face consultations and home visits) and yearly hospitalizations and dental visits were recorded. Healthcare underutilization was also recorded when asked whether or not to perceive a need for outpatient or inpatient care but did not seek treatment, early dismissal from the hospital and whether or not to see a dentist during the past year. Furthermore, reasons for not seeking outpatient or inpatient care (1. Illness is not serious. 2. Poor. 3. No time. 4. Not willing to go to hospital. 5. Poor quality of hospital. 6. Other) and reasons for early dismissal from the hospital (1. Can't recover from illness. 2. Poor. 3. Poor quality of hospital. 4. Other) were asked in the questionnaire. Data on total and OOP costs of outpatient, inpatient, medication and dentist were collected by asking how much the total cost and paying out of pocket after reimbursement from healthcare insurance were during the outpatient visit, hospitalization, self-medication or dentist visit.

The total number of enrolled participants was 18,433. Detailed descriptions of the samples are included in Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}.Table 1Description of sampleVariable/categoriesPrevalence (%)95% CInHealth insurance No insurance4.710.04400.0502861 UEMI (Urban employee medical insurance)12.530.12050.13012289 URMI (Urban resident medical insurance)7.270.06750.07801329 NCMI (New cooperative medical insurance)73.990.73350.746213,521 other commercial insurance1.50.01330.0168275Sex Male47.740.47020.48468800 Female52.260.51540.52989633Age  ≤ 5015.650.15130.16182885  \> 50 and ≤ 6543.130.42420.43857951  \> 6541.210.40500.41927597Educational level Less than lower secondary education87.090.86610.875816,038 Upper secondary and/or vocational training10.770.10330.11221984 Tertiary education2.130.01930.0234393Income level Lowest quintile20.060.19300.20822153 Second quintile19.940.19180.20692140 Third quintile20.050.19290.20812152 Fourth quintile19.950.19190.20702141 Highest quintile20.000.19250.20762147Marital status Married/cohabiting81.140.18300.194314,950 Single/divorced/widowed18.860.80570.81703476Urban or rural residence Urban37.740.36970.38515699 Rural62.260.61490.63039401Health self-reporting Excellent1.370.01200.0155241 Very good10.060.09610.10501764 Good14.260.13740.14782501 Fair52.510.51770.53259208 Poor21.800.21190.22413823

Among the individuals included in the survey, 4.71% had no health insurance, 1.5% had other commercial insurance, nearly 74, 13, and 7% enrolled in NCMI, UEMI, and URMI, respectively. Regarding socioeconomic classification, 41% were \> 65 years, approximately 87% had less than lower secondary education, and 40% were in the second or lowest income quintile.

Data analysis {#Sec4}
=============

Measuring healthcare utilization {#Sec5}
--------------------------------

The number of outpatient consultations (including face-to-face consultations and home visits), hospitalizations and dental visits during the past year were calculated. We also calculated the prevalence of healthcare underutilization by type of health insurance. Specifically, outpatient care (perceived a need for outpatient care but did not seek outpatient treatment in the past month), inpatient care (perceived a need for inpatient care but were not hospitalized during the past year), early dismissal from the hospital, and dental care (whether or not to see a dentist during the past year) were included. Furthermore, according to the questionnaires, the prevalence of reasons for healthcare underutilization (including reasons for not seeking outpatient or inpatient care, reasons for early dismissal from the hospital) were assessed.

Healthcare costs {#Sec6}
----------------

The total and OOP costs covered by different types of health insurance were calculated for each patient. The costs were further divided into medication, outpatient, inpatient, and dental costs. Medication costs included those medications that were purchased at the pharmacy during the past month. Outpatient costs were the value of expenditures of the doctor's visit for the respondent in the past month. Inpatient costs were the value of hospitalization expenditures for the respondent in the past year. Dental costs included the value of dental care expenditures, including dentures, for the respondent in the past year.

Statistical analysis {#Sec7}
--------------------

Initially, descriptive statistics were used to show the prevalence of each variable with 95% confidence intervals (CI). Healthcare utilization, including the number of outpatient consultations, the number of hospitalizations, the number of dental visits, mean length of hospital stay, and the prevalence of healthcare underutilization, was then presented by different types of health insurance. Medication, outpatient, inpatient, and dental costs were calculated for different types of samples. Finally, logistic and multiple linear regression models were conducted to evaluate the association between healthcare utilization or healthcare costs and health insurance and other related factors \[[@CR26]\]. The regression model can be written as follows:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Where *Y*~*i*~ denotes healthcare underutilization (when the subject answered positively to one or more of the following: perceived a need for outpatient care but did not seek outpatient treatment, perceived a need for inpatient care but did not go to the hospital, did not see a dentist for dental care, or early dismissal from the hospital), the total amount of healthcare utilization per year (the number of outpatient consultations + the number of hospitalizations + the number of dental visits) or healthcare costs (total costs and OOP) in a middle-aged and elderly population. *X*~*k*~ denotes healthcare insurance and other related factors: 1) health insurance plan; 2) age; 3) gender; 4) marital status; 5) educational level; 6) income level; 7) self-reported health status, and 8) live in urban or rural. Detailed descriptions of the variables and indicators are included in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}.Table 2Description of dependent and predicting variablesCategoriesIndicators/survey questionsDependent variableHealthcare underutilization OutpatientReported non-use of outpatient/no reported non-use of outpatientQuestions: Have you been ill in the last month? What the main reason for not seeking medical treatment? InpatientReported non-use of inpatient/no reported non-use of inpatientQuestion: In the past year, did a doctor suggest that you needed inpatient care but you did not get hospitalized? DentistNo seen the dentist/ seen the dentistQuestion: Have you seen a dentist for dental care in the last year? Early dismissal from the hospitalReported dismissal from the hospital/ No reported dismissal from the hospitalQuestion: Why did you want to leave the hospital before you were recovered?Reason for health underutilization Reason for not seeking outpatientIllness is not serious/No time/ Hospital quality poor/ otherQuestion: What's the main reason for not seeking medical treatment? Reason for not seeking inpatientPoor/Not willing to go to hospital/ Hospital quality poor/otherQuestion: What's the main reason for not seeking hospitalization? Reason for early dismissal from the hospitalCan't recover from illness/ Poor/ Hospital quality poor/ otherQuestion: Why did you want to leave the hospital before you were recovered?Healthcare utilization The number of outpatient visitsQuestions: Which types of medical facilities have you visited in the last month for outpatient treatment? How many times did you visit these types of medical facilities during the last month? The number of hospitalizationsQuestion: How many times have you received inpatient care during the last year? The number of dentist visitsQuestion: How many times have you received dental care during the last year? Length of hospital stayQuestion: How many nights were you hospitalized?Healthcare costs Total medication costsQuestion: What is the approximate total cost of treat yourself during the last month? (Consumed medicine, health supplement, health care equipment etc.) OOP medication costsQuestion: How much did you pay out-of-pocket? Total outpatient costsQuestion: How much did all the outpatient visit cost during the last month? OOP outpatient costsQuestion: How much did you pay out of pocket, after reimbursement from insurance? Total inpatient costsQuestion: What was the total medical cost of hospitalization?(Only include the fees paid to the hospital) OOP inpatient costsQuestion: How much did you pay out of pocket for the hospitalization, after reimbursement from insurance? Total dentist costsQuestion: What was the total medical cost for all the dental care in the last year? OOP dentist costsQuestion: How much did you pay out of pocket, after reimbursement from insurance?Independent variables Health insurance0 No insurance/1 UEMI/2 URMI/3 NCMI/4 OtherQuestion: Are you the policy holder/primary beneficiary of any of the types of health insurance? SexMale/Female Age in years≤55/56--65/\> 65 Educational levelLess than lower secondary/upper secondary & vocational training/tertiaryQuestion: What's the highest level of education in last wave? Marital statusNot-married/MarriedQuestion: What is your marital status? Health self-reportedExcellent/Very good/Good/Fair/PoorQuestion: Would you say your health is excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor? Income level≤1920¥/1920--10,100¥/10,100--276,223¥/≥27,622--53,520¥/\> 53,520¥Yearly household income divided by number of household numbers; 1st household-member with a weight of 1, all following household members with a weight of 0.5 Live in Urban or RuralUrban/rural

Results {#Sec8}
=======

Health care utilization and costs by type of health insurance are included in Tables [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} and [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}. Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"} shows that 29% of respondents who perceived a need for outpatient care did not seek outpatient treatment in the past month. This proportion was highest among the middle-aged and elderly population not covered by social health insurance (43%), second highest among people with URMI (41%), and lowest among people covered by NCMI (28%). The main reason for not seeking outpatient care was "illness is not serious." The proportion of individuals perceiving a need for inpatient care but not undergoing hospitalization during the past year was approximately 21%, and it was also highest among people not covered by social health insurance (33%). People with URMI demonstrated the second highest prevalence (31%) and the lowest prevalence consisted of people covered by UEMI (14%). The primary reason for not going to the hospital was "poor". Eighty-three percent of the total respondents did not see a dentist during the past year, which was highest among the population covered by NCMI (84%). Of the total inpatients, 31% left the hospital before recovery, which can be explained mostly by economic reasons (50%). The people not covered by social health insurance demonstrated the highest prevalence (45%), and people covered by UEMI demonstrated the lowest prevalence (27%). The mean number of outpatient visits per month (in patients with at least one outpatient visit) amounted to 2.02 in middle-aged and elderly adults. The corresponding figures were higher among people covered by UEMI than in the other three groups. The highest mean number of hospitalizations per year (in patients with at least one hospitalization) was found among middle-aged and elderly adults covered by URMI (1.78), and the lowest number was 1.37 in people not covered by social health insurance. The mean number of dental visits per year (in patients with at least one dental visit) was 2.6, and people covered by NCMI demonstrated the highest number of dental visits (2.68).Table 3Healthcare utilization by type of health insurance in middle-aged and elderly adultsNot covered by social health insuranceUEMIURMINCMItotalSignMeanSDMeanSDMeanSDMeanSDMeanSDHealthcare underutilization Outpatient0.42560.48550.29150.45480.40700.49210.27790.44800.29090.4542\*\* Inpatient0.33210.46160.14450.35200.30910.46350.21160.40850.20990.4073\*\*\* Dentist0.84270.36430.76600.42350.80100.39940.84360.36330.83110.3746\*\*\* Early dismissal from the hospital0.44900.50250.26770.44340.34040.47640.31520.46480.31180.4633\*\*Reason for not seeking outpatient care Illness is not serious0.57500.49750.76960.42220.73390.44370.66000.47390.67460.4687 Poor0.21250.41170.03660.18840.10480.30760.15050.35770.13650.3435 No time0.03750.19120.01050.10210.02420.15430.02650.16060.02490.1560 Hospital quality poor0.03750.19120.04190.20090.04840.21550.05790.23360.05420.2266 Other0.13750.34650.14140.34930.08870.28550.10500.30670.10970.3126Reason for not seeking inpatient care Poor0.66670.47870.32730.47140.56060.50010.61200.48760.57640.4944 Not willing to go to hospital0.21210.41510.33640.47460.22730.42230.22830.42000.24050.4276 Hospital quality poor0.00000.00000.08180.27530.06060.24040.03360.18040.04010.1963 Other0.12120.33140.25450.43760.15150.36130.12610.33210.14300.3503Reason for early dismissal from the hospital Can't recover from illness0.10530.31530.18990.39470.07140.26230.15610.36340.15490.3622 Poor0.57890.50730.30380.46280.50000.50920.52940.49970.49820.5004 Hospital quality poor0.00000.00000.07590.26660.00000.00000.05660.23130.05460.2274 Other0.31580.47760.43040.49830.42860.50400.25790.43800.29230.4552Healthcare utilization The number of outpatient visits1.752.012.323.391.932.042.112.642.022.42\*\*\* The number of hospitalizations1.370.821.591.581.782.221.511.131.531.27\* The number of dental visits2.572.202.362.532.361.912.683.942.603.55\*\* Length of hospital stay12.4913.5813.9213.8613.3223.3512.0513.5012.4214.19\*\*\*Not covered by social health insurance includes the middle-aged and elderly population who did not enroll in any social health insurance (including UEMI, URMI, or NCMI) but possibly has commercial health insurance. Calculations were weighted using individual sampling weights and adjusted for household and individual responsesNote: \*\*\* implies *p*-value \< 0.001, \*\* indicates *p*-value \< 0.01, \* implies *p*-value \< 0.05Table 4Healthcare costs (in dollar terms) by type of health insurance in middle-aged and elderly adultsNot covered by social health insuranceUEMIURMINCMItotalSignMeanSDMeanSDMeanSDMeanSDMeanSDMedication costs (per month) Total27.6945.9946.1888.8934.7870.5828.4375.4431.3276.37\*\*\* OOP27.5345.4344.4186.0434.0969.6027.1573.1429.8674.07\*\*\*Outpatient costs (per month) Total19.59112.7363.75649.1461.86685.7343.251087.3445.78993.53\*\* OOP17.6698.6737.53619.9036.78381.3726.21247.9027.60323.72\*Inpatient costs (per year) Total165.511436.21391.731787.08235.411292.73185.511013.36214.041182.68\*\*\* OOP113.88951.67157.39838.62138.25917.84117.28705.91123.89750.83\*\*Dentist costs (per year) Total12.3551.6826.62106.1515.3257.8411.3966.8513.6272.27\*\*\* OOP12.3451.6724.24101.0215.2457.6911.0458.4413.0265.29\*\*\*Total healthcare costs (per year) Total559.632052.961482.588104.241227.898570.99875.8513,093.33958.4312,010.06\* OOP482.581611.43910.947421.37831.084856.40596.743262.60644.774091.15\*\*\*Not covered by social health insurance includes the middle-aged and elderly population who did not enroll in any social health insurance plan (including UEMI, URMI, or NCMI), but possibly have commercial health insurance. Calculations were weighted using individual sampling weights and adjusted for household and individual responsesNote: \*\*\* implies *p*-value \< 0.001, \*\* indicates *p*-value \< 0.01, \* implies *p*-value \< 0.05

Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"} shows the medication, outpatient, inpatient, and dental costs and total healthcare costs in middle-aged and elderly adults by type of health insurance. Mean total healthcare costs were significantly higher in the people covered by social health insurance compared to those who were not covered. Among the people covered by social health insurance, those who enrolled in the UEMI demonstrated the highest total healthcare costs and reimbursement rates. According to Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}, mean reimbursement proportions of outpatient and inpatient costs were 40.1 and 43.1%, respectively, and these were higher among people covered by UEMI (41.2%, 59.8%) than people covered by URMI (40.5%, 41.3%), or NCMI (39.4%, 42.2%). Medication and dental costs were almost entirely paid by OOP-payments in middle-aged and elderly adults with all types of health insurance.

The results from the logistic regression model on healthcare underutilization are presented in Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}. Social health insurance was significantly associated with healthcare underutilization. Middle-aged and elderly adults with social health insurance were less likely to report underutilization in comparison with individuals without social health insurance (OR = 0.593, 0.892, 0.757). Furthermore, individuals covered by UEMI demonstrated the lowest likelihood of underutilization (OR = 0.593), and people with NCMI demonstrated the second lowest likelihood of underutilization (OR = 0.757). The multivariate model shows a lower likelihood of underutilization of healthcare among middle-aged and elderly adults (age \> 65), those who are married or cohabiting, and those living in urban areas. With respect to health status, individuals who self-reported "fair" were more likely to report underutilization of all types of social health insurance. In contrast with the lowest income quintile, the second to highest income group demonstrated the lower likelihood of healthcare underutilization, and the likelihood decreased with increasing income quintile.Table 5Logistic regression model on healthcare underutilization in middle-aged and elderly adultsVariables/categoriesOdds RatioStd. Err.Odds RatioStd. Err.Odds RatioStd. Err.Health insurance; ref.: Not covered by social health insurance UEMI0.593^\*\*\*^0.102 URMI0.892^\*\*^0.111 NCMI0.757^\*\*^0.113Female, ref.: Male0.8290.1211.0210.1861.0990.069Age in years; ref.:\<=50  \> 50 and \<=650.642^\*\*^0.1210.664^\*^0.1420.800^\*\*^0.061  \> 650.489^\*\*^0.1020.580^\*\*^0.1500.696^\*\*\*^0.065Educational level; ref.: Less than lower secondary education Single/divorced/widowedUpper secondary & vocational training1.0130.1831.5320.3760.8920.127 Single/divorced/widowedTertiary education0.8780.3030.8000.9281.0870.818Marital status; ref.: Single/divorced/widowed Married/cohabiting0.722^\*^0.1400.8450.1940.715^\*\*\*^0.058Health status (self-reported); ref.: Excellent Very good1.119^\*\*\*^0.0591.207^\*\*\*^0.0951.129^\*\*\*^0.027 Good1.396^\*\*^0.1281.276^\*\*^0.1201.212^\*\*\*^0.035 Fair1.597^\*^0.0891.411^\*\*^0.1381.381^\*\*\*^0.049 Poor1.1310.3150.6360.2220.7150.097Income level; ref.: Lowest quintile Second quintile0.734^\*\*\*^0.0910.838^\*\*^0.1041.1210.098 Third quintile0.722 ^\*\*^0.1210.841^\*\*^0.1141.0380.095 Fourth quintile0.651^\*^0.1290.690^\*\*\*^0.0450.921^\*^0.133 Highest quintile0.532^\*^0.1300.380^\*\*^0.1240.899^\*\*^0.097Live in Urban or Rural; ref.: urban1.607^\*\*^0.1071.600^\*^0.1431.802^\*\*\*^0.055Note: \*\*\* implies *p*-value \< 0.001, \*\* indicates *p*-value \< 0.01, \* implies *p*-value \< 0.05Estimates were weighted using individual sampling weights and adjusted for household and individual responses

Table [6](#Tab6){ref-type="table"} shows the results of the multiple regression model on the total amount of healthcare utilization in middle-aged and elderly adults. These results indicate a significant positive correlation between social health insurance and the total amount of healthcare utilization, which means that having social health insurance increases the amount of healthcare utilization. This effect was estimated to be the greatest among individuals with UEMI and the second greatest among individuals with NCMI. Elderly people were significantly associated with a higher healthcare utilization amount. This was true for the age groups 50--65 years and \> 65 years when compared with individuals ≤ 50 years. The total amount of healthcare utilization was significantly higher in women than men among individuals with URMI and NCMI. In contrast with the lowest income quintile, the total amount of healthcare utilization was significantly increased in the second highest and highest income groups for all types of health insurance, and this effect was greatest among people covered by UEMI under the same income quintile. With regard to health status, the results exhibited a significant increase of healthcare utilization in groups that self-reported "poor," "fair," or "good" in contrast with the group self-reporting "excellent."Table 6Multiple regression model on total amount of healthcare utilization in middle-aged and elderly adultsVariables/categoriesCoef.Std. Err.Coef.Std. Err.Coef.Std. Err.Health insurance; ref.: Not covered by social health insurance UEMI0.258^\*\*\*^0.066 URMI0.129^\*^0.066 NCMI0.188^\*\*\*^0.039Female, ref.: male0.0280.0520.312^\*^0.1350.096^\*^0.041Age in years;ref.:\<=50  \> 50 and \<=650.183^\*\*^0.0590.0440.0670.068^\*\*^0.024  \> 650.277^\*\*\*^0.0730.324^\*^0.1610.139^\*\*\*^0.031Educational level; ref.: Less than lower secondary education Upper secondary and vocational training−0.0250.063−0.133^\*^0.052−0.0230.038 Tertiary education−0.0150.1190.3430.3190.2690.281Marital status; ref.: Single/divorced/widowed Married/cohabiting0.0560.0680.0200.078−0.0410.030Health status (self-reported); ref.: Excellent Very good0.274^\*\*^0.1020.251^\*^0.1250.191^\*\*\*^0.024 Good0.234^\*^0.1150.289^\*^0.1280.212^\*\*\*^0.032 Fair0.0930.1030.257^\*^0.1140.267^\*\*\*^0.049 Poor0.687^\*\*\*^0.1230.749^\*\*\*^0.1340.697^\*\*\*^0.054Income level; ref.: Lowest quintile Second quintile0.099^\*\*\*^0.0230.078^\*\*^0.0290.016^\*\*^0.006 Third quintile0.107^\*\*^0.0410.055^\*\*^0.0180.015^\*\*\*^0.003 Fourth quintile0.143^\*\*^0.0530.050^\*^0.0220.032^\*\*^0.012 Highest quintile0.161^\*\*\*^0.0270.079^\*\*\*^0.0170.010^\*\*^0.004Live in Urban or Rural; ref.: urban−0.0940.060−0.0640.065−0.071^\*\*^0.024Estimates were weighted using individual sampling weights and adjusted for household and individual responsesNote: \*\*\* implies *p*-value \< 0.001, \*\* indicates *p*-value \< 0.01, \* implies *p*-value \< 0.05

Table [7](#Tab7){ref-type="table"} reports the results of the multiple regression model on total healthcare costs in middle-aged and elderly adults. The social health insurances were significantly associated with total healthcare costs. Those people covered by social health insurance spend more on healthcare than people not covered by social health insurance, and this impact was estimated to be greater among people covered by UEMI in comparison with people with URMI or NCMI. Furthermore, results revealed a significant correlation between some demographic or socioeconomic factors and total healthcare costs. Specifically, total healthcare costs were significantly higher in men than women who were covered by all types of social health insurance schemes. Elderly people \> 50 years spent more on healthcare than people ≤ 50 years, and this effect was estimated to be greatest among individuals covered by UEMI. The individuals who self-reported health statuses of "good" "fair," or "poor" were associated with higher total costs, whereby costs increased with declining health conditions. Under the same health conditions, this effect was greatest among people with NCMI. Compared with the lowest income quintile, the second to highest income quintile was significantly associated with higher total healthcare costs. This effect was estimated to be greater among individuals with UEMI or URMI rather than NCMI.Table 7Multiple regression model for total healthcare costs in middle-aged and elderly adultsVariables/categoriesCoef.Std. Err.Coef.Std. Err.Coef.Std. Err.Health insurance; ref.: Not covered by social health insurance UEMI1.507^\*\*\*^0.266 URMI1.033^\*\*\*^0.275 NCMI0.920^\*\*\*^0.174Female, ref. male− 0.406^\*^0.186− 0.556^\*^0.239− 0.296^\*\*\*^0.077Age in years; ref.:\<=50  \> 50 and \<=650.931^\*\*\*^0.2600.576^\*^0.2700.374^\*\*\*^0.097  \> 651.202^\*\*\*^0.2880.922^\*\*^0.3580.343^\*\*^0.118Educational level; ref.: Less than lower secondary education Upper secondary & vocational training0.3310.2230.4420.3300.1810.153 Tertiary education0.850^\*^0.3701.8151.3581.5050.924Marital status; ref.: Single/divorced/widowed Married/cohabiting−0.0730.2510.1450.3160.0370.109Health status (self-reported); ref.: Excellent Very good0.6490.5121.265^\*^0.6021.793^\*\*\*^0.240 Good0.977^\*^0.4840.9280.5812.150^\*\*\*^0.226 Fair2.490^\*\*\*^0.4492.377^\*\*\*^0.5073.279^\*\*\*^0.210 Poor4.543^\*\*\*^0.4774.323^\*\*\*^0.5415.118^\*\*\*^0.220Income level; ref.: Lowest quintile Second quintile0.7730.5640.8290.5030.319^\*\*^0.112 Third quintile0.842^\*^0.4060.855^\*^0.4180.551^\*\*\*^0.113 Fourth quintile1.253^\*\*^0.4320.999^\*^0.4480.469^\*\*\*^0.121 Highest quintile1.047^\*^0.4351.031^\*^0.4490.428^\*\*\*^0.129Live in Urban or Rural; ref.: urban−0.0730.2360.0580.280−0.276^\*\*\*^0.086Estimates were weighted using individual sampling weights and adjusted for household and individual responsesNote: \*\*\* implies *p*-value \< 0.001, \*\* indicates *p*-value \< 0.01, \* implies *p*-value \< 0.05

In Table [8](#Tab8){ref-type="table"}, we estimate health insurance and other correlates of OOP healthcare costs in middle-aged and elderly adults. These results indicate a significant positive correlation between social health insurance schemes and OOP healthcare costs, which means that for people with social health insurance, OOP healthcare costs will be greater than for those without these schemes. This can be interpreted as a result of the higher likelihood of healthcare underutilization among middle-aged and elderly adults without social health insurance (Table [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"}) and lower reimbursement rates of Chinese social health insurance (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}). The results also revealed a significant correlation between demographic or socioeconomic factors and OOP healthcare costs, and these estimation effects were similar to those seen in Table [7](#Tab7){ref-type="table"}.Table 8Multiple regression model for OOP healthcare costs in middle-aged and elderly adultsVariables/categoriesCoef.Std. Err.Coef.Std. Err.Coef.Std. Err.Health insurance; ref.: Not covered by social health insurance UEMI1.128^\*\*\*^0.267 URMI0.937^\*\*\*^0.274 NCMI0.882^\*\*\*^0.173Female, ref. male−0.556^\*\*^0.188−0.713^\*\*^0.238−0.304^\*\*\*^0.075Age in years; ref.:\<=50  \> 50 and \<=650.818^\*\*^0.2630.578^\*^0.2960.341^\*\*\*^0.096  \> 650.935^\*\*\*^0.2930.6320.3640.252^\*^0.116Educational level; ref.: Less than lower secondary education Upper secondary & vocational training0.3070.2290.4350.3360.1890.152 Tertiary education0.6340.4061.9151.2901.6230.919Marital status; ref.: Single/divorced/widowed Married/cohabiting−0.0110.2610.1900.3150.0750.106Health status (self-reported); ref.: Excellent Very good0.6810.5141.454^\*^0.6011.711^\*\*\*^0.236 Good1.109^\*^0.4840.991^\*^0.4772.100^\*\*\*^0.222 Fair2.474^\*\*\*^0.4482.607^\*\*\*^0.5093.201^\*\*\*^0.207 Poor4.143^\*\*\*^0.4804.521^\*\*\*^0.5424.951^\*\*\*^0.217Income level; ref.: Lowest quintile Second quintile0.6810.5650.6820.5010.291^\*\*^0.110 Third quintile0.7160.4520.5910.4580.522^\*\*\*^0.111 Fourth quintile1.059^\*\*^0.4060.799^\*^0.4170.440^\*\*\*^0.120 Highest quintile0.646^\*^0.3400.700^\*^0.3890.354^\*\*^0.128Live in Urban or Rural; ref.: urban−0.0400.2380.0980.279−0.271^\*\*\*^0.085Estimates were weighted using individual sampling weights and adjusted for household and individual responsesNote: \*\*\* implies *p*-value \< 0.001, \*\* indicates *p*-value \< 0.01, \* implies *p*-value \< 0.05

Discussion {#Sec9}
==========

China has conducted a series of health reforms during the past two decades, and the insurance coverage is almost universal \[[@CR4]\]. However, few studies have examined the disparity of the effects of social health insurance on healthcare utilization and costs, especially among vulnerable groups. This study, focusing on middle-aged and elderly people, was conducted in order to analyze the differences in healthcare utilization and costs between those with and without social health insurance and between different types of social health insurance.

In this study, we found that 29% of respondents who perceived a need for outpatient care did not seek outpatient treatment and 21% of respondents who perceived a need for inpatient care did not seek inpatient treatment, and these proportions are highest among the middle-aged and elderly population not covered by health insurance (43%, 33%). Furthermore, the people not covered by social health insurance demonstrate the lowest mean number of outpatient visits and hospitalizations (Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}). The regression results shown in Tables [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"} and [6](#Tab6){ref-type="table"} further confirm that people with social health insurance are less likely to report underutilization and are significantly associated with a higher amount of healthcare utilization. These findings indicate that enrollment in social health insurance improves healthcare utilization among middle-aged and elderly adults, similar to that seen in existing studies \[[@CR6]--[@CR8], [@CR10], [@CR12]\]. Among the people covered by social health insurance, those with URMI demonstrate the highest prevalence of outpatient and inpatient underutilization (Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}), and middle-aged and elderly adults with UEMI demonstrate the lowest likelihood of underutilization and the greatest effect of health insurance on the amount of healthcare utilization (Tables [5](#Tab5){ref-type="table"} and [6](#Tab6){ref-type="table"}). This indicates that although the rapid expansion of health insurance coverage has improved the availability of health services, the differences in healthcare utilization between the three schemes is large. UEMI has had a greater effect on improving healthcare utilization than NCMI or URMI, which may be caused by different patterns in health insurance policy design and irrational allocation of health resources between urban and rural areas in China \[[@CR27]\]. Unification of health insurance schemes and optimization of health resource allocation could be a practical way to alleviate this inequality in healthcare utilization.

Total healthcare costs were significantly higher in the people covered by social health insurance compared to those who were not covered (Table [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}). The regression results also indicate that people with social health insurance spend more on total healthcare costs than people not covered by social health insurance (Table [7](#Tab7){ref-type="table"}). This finding is similar to other published studies \[[@CR9], [@CR13], [@CR16], [@CR18]--[@CR20], [@CR22]\]. However, our analysis shows that people with social health insurance also spend more on OOP healthcare costs than people not covered by social health insurance (Tables [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"} and [8](#Tab8){ref-type="table"}); this finding is similar to that found by Grigorakis et al. (2016), which indicated that enrolling in health insurance actually induced a significant increase in OOP health costs among middle-aged and elderly adults. This may be caused by a higher likelihood of healthcare underutilization among middle-aged and elderly adults without social health insurance, which reduces the demand and expenditure on health services, and the lower reimbursement rate of social health insurance in China, which produces relatively high OOP healthcare costs \[[@CR28]\]. Furthermore, we found that middle-aged and elderly adults with UEMI had the highest healthcare costs and showed the greatest effects of health insurance on costs increase (Tables [4](#Tab4){ref-type="table"}, [7](#Tab7){ref-type="table"}, and [8](#Tab8){ref-type="table"}). This finding reflects the differences in policy design in social health insurance, differences in population characteristics between middle-aged and elderly adult groups, and inequity in health resource allocation in China \[[@CR29]\]. UEMI for the urban employed, who have a stable source of income and better accessibility to health services, has relatively higher funding criteria and reimbursement rates in comparison with URMI or NCMI \[[@CR30]\]. Therefore, the greatest benefit seems to be to promote healthcare utilization and induce healthcare cost increases (both total healthcare costs and OOP costs).

Other demographic or socioeconomic factors associated with healthcare utilization and costs include age, gender, marital status, health status, living standards, and urban residence. Specifically, older people are significantly associated with lower likelihood of underutilization of healthcare, higher number of healthcare utilization and healthcare costs. This finding is similar to those in most of the previously conducted studies; chronic disease prevalence is higher in the older group, which stimulates more healthcare utilization and costs \[[@CR6], [@CR7], [@CR9]--[@CR13]\]. Those who are married or living in urban areas demonstrate a lower likelihood of healthcare underutilization. Being single is an obstacle to the utilization of health services. Married patients are more likely to seek treatment in regular medical institutions because their spouses may timely urge or take them to a high level medical institution to acquire needed medical care \[[@CR31]\]. Compared to urban residents, the lower income of rural residents restricts their effective utilization of health services in China \[[@CR29]\]. Therefore, policy effort should further focus on the rural elderly adults or the single to promote effective utilization of health services. We found an inverse association between gender and healthcare utilization and costs. While the total amount of healthcare utilization is significantly higher among women than men, healthcare costs are significantly higher among men than women. This finding is similar to van den Bussche et al. \[[@CR32]\]; differences between men and women in the severity of illness and in the health behavior patterns might account for this discrepancy. High-income groups demonstrate a lower likelihood of healthcare underutilization. Meanwhile, healthcare utilization and costs increased with declining health status. These findings indicate that policies aimed at reducing inequality in healthcare utilization must consider economic factors and health status among middle-aged and elderly adults such as implementing strategies that increase income among the low-income elderly, narrow the income gap, and promote effective use of health services according to different health status \[[@CR33]\].

Some limitations of our study must be acknowledged. We evaluated healthcare underutilization only among middle-aged and elderly adults perceiving a need for healthcare but did not seek treatment, and did not take into account those not perceiving a need for healthcare. Some patients objectively need healthcare, but they do not perceive or understand that need. Therefore, the prevalence of healthcare underutilization might have been underestimated to some extent. In addition, our study findings are likely to be influenced by additional factors, which are not included in the claims data; these include severity of illness or patients' social settings. Finally, using cross-sectional data does not allow for any causal conclusions to be drawn.

Conclusions {#Sec10}
===========

Although the rapid expansion of social health insurance coverage in China has significantly improved healthcare utilization and costs among middle-aged and elderly adults, the differences between the three schemes are large. Individuals with UEMI had the highest healthcare costs and demonstrated the greatest effect of health insurance on healthcare utilization and expenses increases. The government should further adjust social health insurance schemes and optimize the allocation of health resources to alleviate the inequality across schemes and enhance effective utilization of healthcare services.

CHARLS

:   China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study

CI

:   Confidence intervals

NCMI

:   New Cooperative Medical Insurance

OOP

:   Out-of-pocket

PPS

:   Probability proportional to size
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